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 {#aupa12437-sec-0010}

"The coronavirus crisis, we are told, must have an end date. From a moment in the foreseeable future, we will look back and take stock of how Australia met the emergency, just as we look back now at how we weathered previous storms (Hamilton & Kells, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0015){ref-type="ref"})."

2. INTRODUCTION {#aupa12437-sec-0020}
===============

Many national governments have taken action to stimulate their economies after their responses to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID‐19) severely restricted economic activity. The economic impacts have been relatively sudden, with health‐focused responses to the virus being introduced on an almost weekly basis. The costs to government are twofold: (a) the health response to the virus itself has increased budget outlays; and (b) the health‐related requirement to restrict economic activity has resulted in pressure on governments to introduce Keynesian economic stimulus packages in order to provide a safety net for people no longer working and to protect the economic infrastructure so that economic activity is not permanently impacted by the virus.

The Australian government has introduced a series of stimulus measures including through two legislative packages that were introduced and passed in both houses of parliament each in a 1‐day sitting. Although the speed of the response is critical to its success, questions arise regarding how the effectiveness of the responses is to be assessed. For those commissioning and conducting independent reviews, there are questions about what to focus on and when. These are especially important given the limited nature of ex ante consideration by the parliament of the measures proposed.

The independent reviews considered here are of three types: parliamentary committee inquiries, audits by the Auditor‐General, and Royal Commissions -- collectively and individually identified hereafter as 'reviews'. The methods differ -- parliamentary committees usually rely on submissions and hearings, audits are typically based on interviews and analysis of documents and data, whereas Royal Commissions are executed in accordance with government‐generated terms of reference.

The reviews considered in this article are identified as 'independent' on the basis that the reviewers have statutory responsibilities to act independently and are not commissioned by, or subject to potential direction of, the executive arm of government regarding the conduct of the review itself. Although the terms of reference are in effect set by executive government, Royal Commissions are formally appointed by the Governor General meaning that 'they are seen to be more independent from other executive appointed public inquiries' (Prasser, [2006](#aupa12437-bib-0029){ref-type="ref"}, p. 31). The overt purposes of reviews can also vary but are generally to establish a factual account of events to hold governments and the public sector to account and thereby facilitating learning and improvement.

Parliamentary committee inquiries are identified as a major vehicle for scrutinising the executive and as a means of improving public understanding of the issues involved (Marsh, [2006](#aupa12437-bib-0024){ref-type="ref"}) and 'facilitating public contributions to parliamentary deliberations' (Halligan, [2008](#aupa12437-bib-0014){ref-type="ref"}, p.135). Their roles can vary widely depending on factors such as 'the political/party context' (Marsh & Halpin, [2015](#aupa12437-bib-0025){ref-type="ref"}, p. 138). The Senate committee system has been highlighted as providing 'a potentially influential platform for ongoing review' with a coverage 'far wider than can be addressed through infrequent inquiries', while noting that 'the political dynamics of the committee influence the choice of inquiry subjects as well as their intent and tone' (Luetjens & 't Hart, [2019](#aupa12437-bib-0022){ref-type="ref"}, p. 19).

The relevant work of Auditors‐General are primarily audits focussed on performance. A common theme of assessments of this work is the tension between accountability and learning that can contribute to improved performance (see for instance Lonsdale et al., [2011](#aupa12437-bib-0021){ref-type="ref"}) and a tendency for performance audits to have a strong managerial focus despite auditor discourse focusing on program outcomes (Parker, Jacobs, & Schmitz, [2019](#aupa12437-bib-0027){ref-type="ref"}; Reichborn‐Kjennerud, [2013](#aupa12437-bib-0032){ref-type="ref"}). Occasional performance audits focus on emergency preparedness, a relevant example being the assessment of the Department of Health\'s Coordination of Communicable Disease Emergencies by the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO, [2017](#aupa12437-bib-0006){ref-type="ref"}).

Royal Commissions have been assessed for their purpose, powers, and costs (Peachment, [2006](#aupa12437-bib-0028){ref-type="ref"}). They are normally conducted either for rational policy development or as inquisitorial inquiries 'to allocate responsibility for some calamity or impropriety', with many investigating 'quite singular events such as accidents' (Prasser, [2006](#aupa12437-bib-0029){ref-type="ref"}, pp. 33, 35). In recent decades, the latter inquisitorial form has been predominant. An assessment of two health‐related Royal Commissions highlighted how a government managed adverse findings through the deployment of 'blame minimisation' tactics 'by government announcements, initiatives and actions seeking to show that issues being raised during the commissions' investigations were already being acted upon' (Prasser, [2010](#aupa12437-bib-0030){ref-type="ref"}, p. 80). Another assessment of two post‐crisis Royal Commissions concluded that they can produce policy learning outcomes which reduce the likelihood of future failures (Stark, [2019](#aupa12437-bib-0042){ref-type="ref"}).

The three different types of review have been assessed separately in substantial bodies of literature but not specifically in relation to emergency economic stimulus measures. Furthermore, there have not been many assessments of the coverage and role they play collectively. An exception is a research paper that overviews learning from all three forms of review that points to the importance for high‐reliability public sector performance of actively seeking negative feedback early on, observing that inquiries in response to crises may have as a major function helping the public to make sense of the events. However, this can make the inquiry 'a political battleground for stakeholders who have a lot riding on its findings and recommendations' (Luetjens & 't Hart, [2019](#aupa12437-bib-0022){ref-type="ref"}, p. 12).

Although the COVID‐19 emergency is substantial and, arguably, different to crises that have gone before, we contend that the experience of reviews of government responses to prior crises will provide strong pointers to policy makers on what should be assessed, and when, this time around. In this article, we examine 10 reviews of the Australian government\'s response to the Global Financial Crisis (GFC). We focus specifically on what was reviewed and its context, including its timing in relation to the economic stimulus measures. This supports the development of a typology of reviews that can help inform and understand the reviews that are likely to be conducted of the Australian government\'s responses to the COVID‐19 pandemic and inform future emergency responses.

The article is organised as follows. In Section 2, we summarise the response so far (June 2020) to the COVID‐19 pandemic. In Section 3, we briefly describe the responses established by the Australian government to the GFC, whereas in Section 4, we examine 10 reviews of these responses. In Section 5. we provide a typology of the reviews and in Section 6 we provide concluding comments including the potential uses of the typology.

3. AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT ECONOMIC STIMULUS MEASURES IN RESPONSE TO COVID‐19 {#aupa12437-sec-0030}
===========================================================================

Of course, Australia has faced natural and man‐made disasters throughout its history. Depending on the nature of the disaster, these have had localised (e.g. in the case of bushfires) and national (e.g. the GFC) impacts. Governments have responded to these disasters in a myriad of ways but, primarily, by deploying human and other resources directly (including the Army) or indirectly (by funding NGOs and other agencies to undertake work), and by providing money for rectification and economic stimulus, all depending on the nature and magnitude of the event.

The COVID‐19 pandemic is one such event. However, its nature and magnitude, its potential impacts, and the universality of the impact on the entire Australian population meant that the national and sub‐national government responses were significant and costly. Indeed, once the threat was recognised, governments responded quickly to the health threat posed by COVID‐19 and relatively soon afterwards to the economic threats that were manifesting as a result of that health response.

Economic stimulus measures were enacted by the Australian government and the states and territories in order to: (a) maintain confidence and economic activity; and (b) protect the economic infrastructure so that economic recovery would follow quickly upon the effective control of the virus (Morrison & Credlin, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0026){ref-type="ref"}).

The Australian government\'s economic stimulus measures were announced through a series of statements, the first substantial one occurring on 12 March 2020 while major announcements were made on 22 and 30 March. There were also numerous announcements of additional measures and refinements.

The first package was described as an economic stimulus plan costed at \$17.6 billion 'to keep Australians in jobs and businesses in business' (Prime Minister of Australia, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0031){ref-type="ref"}). This included changes and increases to unemployment benefits, parenting and other welfare payments, and a range of supports for small businesses and specific sectors, such as tourism and aviation. Prime Minister Scott Morrison foreshadowed the day before that the package 'will be proportionate and it will have an exit strategy for the budget so when the economy bounces back ... then the budget also will be able to follow the economy\'s trajectory and it can bounce back'. He contrasted this with having to deal with 'repairing an over extended stimulus that went well beyond the event and baked in spending ... a decade into the future', referring by implication to the Rudd Labor government\'s response to the GFC, which the Coalition had been highly critical of both at the time, and subsequently.

Following the two further announcements, the value of the Australian government\'s announced responses had risen to \$320 billion in total, representing 16.4% of annual GDP (Australian Government, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0001){ref-type="ref"}, p.3). The objectives identified in support of the application of these funds included the provision of "timely support to workers, households and businesses through a difficult time ... to position the Australian economy to recover strongly once the health challenge has been overcome ... to support businesses in managing short‐term cash flow challenges, provide support to individuals, severely affected communities and regions, to ensure the continued flow of credit in the Australian economy and to ensure that employers can maintain connections with employees during this difficult period (Australian Government, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0001){ref-type="ref"}, p. 3)."

The nature of the first package and the language used by the Coalition government contrasted its approach to COVID‐19 as being very different to that adopted by the Labor government in response to the GFC. But when the enormity of the impacts on jobs and businesses was recognised, the later COVID‐19 measures announced were substantially larger in scope and scale than those implemented in response to the GFC. This remains the case even after the acknowledgement by the government that it overestimated the funds that would be required by \$60 billion.

It is also important to note that there were significant political differences over the GFC response (in terms of magnitude, form and execution) almost from the outset. By contrast, the Coalition\'s responses to the COVID‐19 crisis were generally met with bipartisan support. This was aided by the involvement and support of state and territory Labor governments in a newly styled 'national cabinet' to deal with the emergency.

Before turning to the reviews of the government\'s response to the GFC, it is relevant to note that three reviews and an Auditor‐General reporting process have already commenced into the Australian government\'s response to COVID‐19. The Senate established a Select Committee on COVID‐19 on 8 April 2020 to inquire into and report on the government\'s response to the pandemic and any related matters. The committee was established in order to 'provide the country with the scrutiny that\'s needed on the government\'s response' (Gallagher, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0013){ref-type="ref"}), especially as the parliament was not going to have regular sittings. The committee was established with a long reporting date (before 30 June 2022) and wide terms of reference which allow it to enquire into any aspect of the response, including those that the committee may be aware of as well as those which have not yet become apparent.

The second review is by the Joint Committee on Human Rights which resolved on 9 April 2020 to meet to regularly scrutinise all federal legislation for human rights compatibility including legislation relating to the COVID‐19 pandemic. The committee\'s first report on COVID‐19 legislation was tabled out of session on 29 April 2020; it sought clarification on a large number of executive instruments consistent with its usual approach, many of these issued under the *Biosecurity Act 2015* (Joint Committee on Human Right, [2020](#aupa12437-bib-0019){ref-type="ref"}, pp. viii, 4).

The third review is at the initiative of the Senate Standing Committee for the Scrutiny of Delegated Legislation ([2020](#aupa12437-bib-0039){ref-type="ref"}), commencing on 30 April 2020, into the exemption of delegated legislation from parliamentary oversight and included in the terms of reference 'the appropriateness of exempting delegated legislation made in times of emergency, including in response to the COVID‐19 pandemic, from parliamentary oversight'.

Finally, on 7 May 2020, the Auditor‐General tabled the first of a series of monthly reviews of the Advance to the Finance Minister to provide parliament with timely assurance regarding the use of funds under the government\'s stimulus package response to COVID‐19 (ANAO, [2020a](#aupa12437-bib-0007){ref-type="ref"}).

4. AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT ECONOMIC STIMULUS MEASURES IN RESPONSE TO THE GFC {#aupa12437-sec-0040}
==========================================================================

In this section, we briefly describe the major stimulus measures established by the Australian government in response to the GFC. These included the following: the Economic Security Strategy (ESS) announced in October 2008 was the first package described as a stimulus measure. It involved expenditure of \$10.4 billion through cash payments, a boost to the First Home Owners grant (via state/territory governments) and further investment through the Nation Building Funds;a \$15.2 billion jointly funded package was announced in November 2008 by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) which included measures to address housing, hospitals, and education;a further \$4.7 billion through the Nation Building Plan was announced in December 2008 which included investment in road, rail, and the higher education sector;the \$2.8 billion Homeowner Insulation Program (HIP) was part of the \$3.9 billion Energy Efficient Homes Package (EEHP) announced on 3 February 2009;COAG endorsed the Nation Building Economic Stimulus Plan (NBESP) on 5 February 2009, which included the Nation Building and Jobs Plan (NBJP) involving expenditure of approximately \$42 billion. The NBJP included the Building the Education Revolution (BER) Program, involving \$14.6 billion for major and minor school infrastructure projects with \$12.4 billion of this for Primary Schools for the 21st Century (P21). It also included a Social Housing package with \$6.4 billion announced largely for the construction of new housing units;\$8.5 billion for investment in road, rail, and port infrastructure, an initial investment of \$4.7 billion in the National Broadband Network, \$3.6 billion for development of clean energy technologies, and \$5.8 billion for investments in the health, tertiary education, and research sectors were announced in the May 2009 Budget.

These measures amounted to total expenditure of over \$90 billion over 5 years, so the COVID‐19 response is already considerably larger than the GFC response while the timeframe for the allocation of both GFC and COVID‐19 funding was, at least initially, very limited. Nor does the above include either assistance packages funded by state, territory, and local governments, which appear to be substantially larger than initiatives taken in response to the GFC, or health cost increases as a result of directly managing the virus itself. Of course, at the time of writing we do not yet know the full impact or full response related to the COVID‐19 crisis and governments' responses may well have a long tail similar to those deployed in response to the GFC.

5. REVIEWS OF THE RESPONSES TO THE GFC {#aupa12437-sec-0050}
======================================

The reviews of the Australian government response to the GFC were variously motivated and did not necessarily relate entirely to the effectiveness and efficiency of programs themselves. A change in government in 2013, combined with unintended consequences resulting from the roll out of some programs -- in particular, the deaths caused through workplace accidents that were sheeted home to the speed of roll out of the HIP -- was almost certainly just as catalytic of many of these reviews as a concern for the formal requirements of accountability and learning.

There were multiple independent reviews of the implementation of the GFC stimulus measures. These included parliamentary committee inquiries, audits by the Auditor‐General (in reports attributed here to the ANAO), and a Royal Commission. Many of the reviews focussed on the BER or the HIP and these, along with the social housing measures, are the focus here.

These reviews are annotated with their commencement and reporting dates in Table [1](#aupa12437-tbl-0001){ref-type="table"}. New information became publicly available progressively through hearings and submissions in the case of parliamentary committee inquiries and the Royal Commission, whereas the information arising from audits only became available through the release of ANAO reports. It is the report evidence that we use to identify review types that might be applied to independent reviews of the Australian government\'s response to the COVID‐19 pandemic.

###### 

Independent reviews of GFC economic stimulus measures

  Review                                                                                                                                                                 Ante or post legislation   Primary focus                                                                                                           Start date    Final report date
  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- -------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ------------- -------------------
  Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee inquiry into NBJP appropriation Bills                                                                               Ante                       Two NBJP appropriation Bills and four other Bills                                                                       5 Feb 2009    10 Feb 2009
  Senate Standing Committee on Community Affairs ([2009](#aupa12437-bib-0038){ref-type="ref"}) inquiry into appropriation Bill relating to the social housing program.   Ante                       Appropriation Bill for the social housing program                                                                       5 Feb 2009    10 Feb 2009
  Senate Economics Committee inquiry into economic stimulus initiatives                                                                                                  Post                       Efficacy of the economic stimulus spending measures and the anticipated costs and benefits of continuing the measures   8 Sept 2009   29 Oct 2009
  ANAO audit of P21                                                                                                                                                      Post                       Effectiveness of establishment of P21                                                                                   N/A           5 May 2010
  Senate Environment, Communications and the Arts Reference Committee ([2010](#aupa12437-bib-0036){ref-type="ref"}) inquiry into the EEHP                                Post                       Administration of the EEHP and advice provided                                                                          29 Oct 2009   15 July 2010
  ANAO audit of HIP                                                                                                                                                      Post                       Establishment and administration of the HIP                                                                             N/A           15 Oct 2010
  JCPAA review of ANAO P21 report                                                                                                                                        Post                       Review of ANAO Report                                                                                                   5 May 2010    22 Dec 2010
  Senate Education, Employment and Workplace Relations Committee ([2011](#aupa12437-bib-0035){ref-type="ref"}) inquiry into P21                                          Post                       Project funding and the role of state governments in the P21 program                                                    9 Sept 2009   25 Mar 2011
  JCPAA review of ANAO HIP report                                                                                                                                        Post                       Review of ANAO Report                                                                                                   15 Oct 2010   15 Jun 2011
  Royal Commission into the Home Insulation Program                                                                                                                      Post                       Deaths, financial losses, advice, warnings and actions that should have been taken by the HIP                           12 Dec 2013   29 Aug 2014
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In addition, the ANAO also produced several reports on other measures that, at some point, were associated with GFC measures, including on the Regional and Local Community Infrastructure Program and the Health and Hospitals Fund (ANAO, [2010c](#aupa12437-bib-0004){ref-type="ref"}, [2012](#aupa12437-bib-0005){ref-type="ref"}).

Despite their proliferation, the independent reviews provide only patchwork coverage of the GFC measures, with no single report providing a holistic assessment of achievements or lessons. Also, it cannot easily be ascertained if the coverage of the issues by the reviews was proportionate to the importance of the issues or whether there were significant gaps in the coverage.

There were also reviews commissioned by government itself. These included the Review of the Administration of the Home Insulation Program commissioned by the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (Hawke, [2010](#aupa12437-bib-0016){ref-type="ref"}), the review of the implementation of the NBJP in NSW commissioned by the NSW government (Shepherd & Abelson, [2010](#aupa12437-bib-0040){ref-type="ref"}), and the Building the Education Revolution Implementation Taskforce ([2011](#aupa12437-bib-0009){ref-type="ref"}) established by the then Minister for Education. Although referred to on occasions below, these reviews do not qualify as 'independent reviews' for our purposes here.

Care needs to be taken to recognise that there are differences between one situation and the next. For instance, in some respects, measures such as the BER and HIP are very different from the measures adopted in 2020, as the latter are not funding specific construction work. Also, the political environments are quite different. This is particularly evident in that there was an almost immediate breakdown of bipartisanship regarding the scale and type of the Labor government\'s response to the GFC, whereas this did not occur with the Coalition government\'s responses to COVID‐19. If anything, the Labor Opposition supported an even more expansive economic stimulus. Nevertheless, there are broad similarities as both periods involve multi‐faceted approaches to providing economic stimulus and require the same processes of design and implementation under tight timeframes and great uncertainty regarding external factors.

With these cautions in mind, we now draw on the 10 independent reviews to briefly outline issues that might arise as the COVID‐19 measures proceed and wind down before turning to the types of possible reviews that might be undertaken. The analysis is based around the design and implementation of the stimulus measures and how they can be assessed. There are five themes identified below.

5.1. When and how often is it appropriate to undertake reviews? {#aupa12437-sec-0060}
---------------------------------------------------------------

Commentators and interest groups are likely to debate policy options and implementation issues before, during, and after the announcement of economic stimulus measures. It is particularly challenging for those responsible for undertaking independent evidence‐based reviews to insert themselves amongst such a hive of activity when action seems to be the order of the day and concerns regarding process may render them susceptible to charges of pedanticism or worse.

Nevertheless, there is a role for independent reviews of policy decisions and proposed legislation to be initiated before it has been implemented, as well as at key points during and after implementation. Before implementation has commenced, it may be relevant to look at the implications of legislation and contracts -- which can often be intricate and complex -- as well as scrutinising implementation planning. Soon after implementation has commenced, it may be important to look for early warning signs regarding the potential for the measure to achieve its purpose. It may be months into a program\'s operation, or even after completion, before it becomes possible to assess whether the intended outcomes were achieved and whether there were unintended consequences -- both good and bad.

Table [1](#aupa12437-tbl-0001){ref-type="table"} shows there was a sequence of inquiries, audits, and reviews over an approximately 5.5‐year period. Senate Committees undertook five inquiries over the period February 2009 to July 2010. The ANAO and the related JCPAA reviews of the ANAO reports added four more inquiries. Although all this activity was conducted in a 2.5‐year period, after an interval of over 2 years a Royal Commission was established by the new Coalition government, and ran for approximately 9 months.

It is notable that most of these reviews were established early in the life of the economic stimulus measures. Indeed, the JCPAA observed that "the \[ANAO P21\] audit was undertaken early in the program\'s implementation and that a full assessment of the effectiveness of the program will have to wait until the P21 projects are completed and acquitted (JCPAA, [2010](#aupa12437-bib-0017){ref-type="ref"}, p. 149)."

It is to be expected that, with greater elapsed time, more considered assessments are possible based on additional information and the benefits of hindsight. However, there is also likely to be a role for early assessments when an initiative has been proposed and in the early stages of implementation.

5.2. Recognition of the context including tight timeframes involved {#aupa12437-sec-0070}
-------------------------------------------------------------------

Reviews need to identify and evaluate the importance of the context if they are to be fair and helpful. A distinctive feature of the responses to emergency situations is the need for rapid implementation. This was identified as a key issue in relation to COVID‐19 in recent advice provided by the ANAO which, amongst other things, draws on reports on the previous GFC responses (ANAO, [2020b](#aupa12437-bib-0008){ref-type="ref"}). For instance, the ANAO report that focussed on the P21 component of the BER commented that the audit recognised that "many of the issues arising were a function of the compressed timetable for the establishment of the program, given the prevailing economic downturn (ANAO, [2010a](#aupa12437-bib-0002){ref-type="ref"}, 18)."

Although the JCPAA HIP Committee was deeply concerned by the ANAO findings, it expressed an understanding of the difficulties caused by the tight implementation timeframes but indicated that 'this does not excuse the lack of executive oversight or the underestimation of key program risks' (JCPAA, [2011](#aupa12437-bib-0018){ref-type="ref"}, p. 107).

For context, the Royal Commission observed that the HIP aimed to achieve an approximately 15‐fold increase in the number of installations per year and would require a similarly huge increase in the workforce to achieve this (RCHIP, [2014](#aupa12437-bib-0033){ref-type="ref"}, p. 2).

The design of economic stimulus measures that do not factor in implementation capabilities can reduce effectiveness and at times have catastrophic consequences. In this regard, the study by former Secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Peter Shergold, *Learning from Failure*, observed that the HIP "was a major project, the design and delivery of which involved massive failures and led to tragedy. The large‐scale program was beset by far‐reaching errors. Mistakes were manifold: irreconcilable policy objectives, flawed program design, rushed implementation... (Shergold, [2015](#aupa12437-bib-0041){ref-type="ref"}, p. 8)."

5.3. Clear and measurable objectives {#aupa12437-sec-0080}
------------------------------------

It is important that initiatives and any consolidated package of measures have clear objectives. Often there will be explicit objectives of the stimulus measures but sometimes objectives may also be implicit or embedded in general rhetoric.

The National Partnership Agreement on the NBJP that emerged from the COAG meeting on 5 February 2009 outlined broad objectives, outcomes, and outputs. These included "the objective of timely economic stimulus aimed at improved nation building and supporting economic growth and jobs. The Agreement will contribute to outcomes of boosting demand and supporting employment over the next two years, and adding to the productive capacity of the economy in the longer term (COAG [2009](#aupa12437-bib-0010){ref-type="ref"}, p. 3)."

Outputs included governance arrangements for overseeing, monitoring, and implementing the commitments; around 20,000 social housing units; and new facilities and multi‐purpose halls in primary schools, and science and language laboratories in secondary schools. Key milestones were to be set out in detail in bilateral agreements or implementation plans. Therefore, although providing broad guidance on low‐level activity and output measures, the milestone measures are not as specific in relation to outcomes as would be expected for routine ongoing programs involving similar levels of expenditure.

Notwithstanding Lewis' BER commentary that the 'emergence of different delivery systems in different jurisdictions is consistent with the notion of competitive federalism' (Lewis, [2012](#aupa12437-bib-0020){ref-type="ref"}, p. 306), given the nature of the Australian federation, the economic stimulus required the involvement of all levels of government and it was therefore important that objectives were compatible across the national level and across those mainstream programs at the state/territory and local government levels. For instance, it may be asked whether there was an actual need for a particular program at state or local level, notwithstanding its apparent economic stimulus attributes (Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, [2009](#aupa12437-bib-0037){ref-type="ref"}, pp. 25--26, 53).

The Royal Commission into the HIP queried whether it was appropriate for a government to combine a stimulus policy with a policy such as the HIP and expressed the view that the tension between the stimulus objective, including the need for rapid implementation, and the energy efficiency objectives of the policy 'caused a number of decisions to be made under the HIP which unnecessarily exposed workers, particularly inexperienced ones, to an unacceptably high risk of injury or death' (RCHIP, [2014](#aupa12437-bib-0033){ref-type="ref"}, p. 2).

Given the complexity of issues and competing priorities, let alone the urgency and time pressures in the midst of a crisis, a perennial challenge will be establishing relevant criteria and reporting appropriate measures against targets.

5.4. Explicit design principles {#aupa12437-sec-0090}
-------------------------------

It is also important to make the underpinning design principles explicit. For instance, the difference in two major elements of the NBJP included that the social housing initiative was primarily based on per capita funding across jurisdictions and built on an existing cooperative agreement between the Commonwealth and the states, whereas the BER was primarily new and tightly centrally controlled in terms of secondary objectives.

The design principles needed to be broadly based. For instance, it has been argued by McShane ([2012](#aupa12437-bib-0023){ref-type="ref"}) that the BER gave limited attention to the 'soft' infrastructure of organisational systems and human resources which required further development (p. 105).

The design process should consider how effectiveness and probity will be assessed, support monitoring and evaluation, and help avoid duplication of, and gaps in, coverage, to assist in sequencing reviews and ensure that baseline and continuing data are recorded. The study by Shergold pointed to mediocre record‐keeping that effectively limited an understanding of advice to ministers, and inadequate monitoring, as some of the lessons learnt in relation to the HIP (Shergold, [2015](#aupa12437-bib-0041){ref-type="ref"}, p. 8).

5.5. Robust governance {#aupa12437-sec-0100}
----------------------

Governance was identified as an area of concern by the JCPAA regarding the P21 measures. The Committee noted that "the governance arrangements put in place by DEEWR to facilitate the rapid implementation of the program may have compromised the ability of individual schools to obtain value for money (JCPAA, [2010](#aupa12437-bib-0017){ref-type="ref"}, p. 149)."

The JCPAA also identified governance concerns in relation to the HIP "inadequate governance arrangements and Ministerial advice... project management shortcomings and a lack of executive oversight ... critical of the quality of advice to the respective Ministers ... not only was advice inaccurate, but overly optimistic (JCPAA, [2011](#aupa12437-bib-0018){ref-type="ref"}, p. 93)."

Effective consultation and communication are essential for both design and implementation. For instance, in relation to the HIP component of the GFC stimulus measures, Shergold observed that "\[c\]onsultation across government, between jurisdictions and with industry bodies was all but absent. Citizens were not consulted on what they wanted and installers were not asked how it would be best to deliver those aspirations (Shergold, [2015](#aupa12437-bib-0041){ref-type="ref"}, p. 8)."

Comments such as these need to be viewed in the context of the enormous challenges of establishing robust governance arrangements in the midst of a crisis where there is a need to act in very short time frames. Assessing the risks and prioritising the most important governance components is essential in these circumstances, as is the ability to learn from experience and improve. Innovatively, the JCPAA asked the department involved to identify the lessons learnt. The committee reported that the department drew attention to the number of reviews that had been undertaken and stated "\[a\]s we have moved forward we have been able to incorporate all of those lessons learned, if you like, from the programs into the development of our governance and management structures to ensure that these sorts of issues do not happen again (JCPAA, [2011](#aupa12437-bib-0018){ref-type="ref"}, p. 103)."

This example also highlights that, with a longer period after the implementation of stimulus measures, it may be possible for a review to identify the corrective action taken.

6. TYPOLOGY OF INDEPENDENT REVIEWS {#aupa12437-sec-0110}
==================================

The analysis above points to three key and interrelated dimensions that form a typology of independent reviews of economic stimulus measures: purpose, timing, and reviewer.

6.1. Purpose {#aupa12437-sec-0120}
------------

A primary distinction is that independent reviews primarily serve accountability purposes by establishing a factual account of events and analysing evidence. However, through the processes involved, there are also benefits from learning by the public sector, the government, and members of parliament that have the potential to contribute to improved performance. Assessing lessons learnt from disasters through Royal Commissions, it has been suggested that, rather than focussing on fault, it may be useful to frame the terms of reference to focus on what went well (Eburn & Dovers, [2015](#aupa12437-bib-0011){ref-type="ref"}).

The JCPAA emphasised the importance of applying knowledge gained across the APS and encouraged all departments and agencies to ensure that a structured approach is taken to implement change and facilitate ongoing effective service delivery across the APS (JCPAA, [2011](#aupa12437-bib-0018){ref-type="ref"}, pp. 103, 108).

Similarly, the Royal Commission recommended that the Australian government should use the experience of the HIP 'to learn from the mistakes identified in the report, many of which can be traced to overconfidence and unrealistic optimism' (Royal Commission, [2014](#aupa12437-bib-0033){ref-type="ref"}, p. 315).

It is therefore important that the purpose of each independent review of economic stimulus measures is clear and that it is complementary with other reviews that are underway or planned.

6.2. Timing {#aupa12437-sec-0130}
-----------

Closely aligned with purpose is timing. Reviews can be conducted 'before' implementation has commenced, in order to help inform decision‐makers and the wider public; 'during' implementation to provide information and analysis and to help inform whether changes are warranted; and 'after' implementation has been completed in order to provide accountability and opportunities for improvement. They can also vary in duration from a few days to many months, with pre‐implementation reviews unsurprisingly being shorter in both timing and length.

For example, the two Senate committees established on 5 February 2009 enabled cross‐party review of a suite of Bills. The reports helped to inform Senators and the wider public prior to the Bills being debated and voted on. Notably the reviews were finalised in 5 days and were unanimous.

By contrast, the three further Senate committee inquiries commenced in September and October 2009, when implementation of the stimulus measures was underway, and ran for approximately 8--20 months. As the inquiry progressed, submissions were received and hearings held in public. However, the committees did not result in unanimous reports. To the contrary, there was a majority report and a minority report (in the same volume) in two cases, that reflect largely opposing views of the Opposition and the government committee members. In the third case, there were dissenting comments provided by a political party from the cross‐bench.

Unsurprisingly, divided Senate reports reflect their partisan origins. The Senate Economics References Committee (predominantly Opposition members) majority report expressed the view that 'the fiscal stimulus package should also be recalibrated with a view to maximising value for money from all remaining projects' (Senate Economics References Committee, [2009](#aupa12437-bib-0034){ref-type="ref"}, p. 45) and that 'the rationale for maintaining the proposed spending levels... \[is\] no longer valid' (Senate Economics References Committee, [2009](#aupa12437-bib-0034){ref-type="ref"}, p. 46). A Minority Report by Government Senators conveyed their view that "\[t\]he majority of evidence presented to the Inquiry was that the fiscal stimulus was an appropriate response given the scale and severity of the global crisis and that the stimulus has been effective in averting a much sharper and deeper downturn in the Australian economy ... Against the criteria that the Government set for the design of the stimulus package -- that it be timely, targeted and temporary -- the majority of evidence to the Committee found that these objectives were met (2009, pp. 52, 55)."

It is not clear from the reports when the two reviews by the Auditor‐General were commenced, but completing audits of this scale would normally take several months or longer. Each was followed by a JCPAA review that was finalised 7--8 months after release of the Auditor‐General\'s report and provided additional information obtained through hearings and the committee\'s conclusions. Both JCPAA reports were unanimous so that the parliament and the public received a clearer assessment of the issues involved.

The Royal Commission commenced after the HIP had ended and was completed in approximately 9 months. Through the terms of the reference set by the government, it focussed on failings in the design and delivery of the program.

The timing of the commencement of a review and its duration can affect its coverage and comprehensiveness. The independent reviews of the GFC measures provide only patchwork coverage and there is no holistic assessment of the economic stimulus measures to inform accountability processes and support learning. In anticipating forthcoming independent reviews of COVID‐19 measures, there is no model in the GFC experience to draw from indicating how an independent holistic review could be provided. It would clearly be a major challenge to draw together the breadth and depth of information to identify in an unbiased manner what was achieved as well as the unintended consequences of such a multi‐faceted intervention. Although there are barriers to establishing the extent to which the measures had caused the effects observed and what would have eventuated if no stimulus or a different stimulus had occurred, it would be worth considering a multi‐disciplinary form of inquiry to provide a holistic review to better inform the public and to assist preparations for future emergency responses.

6.3. Reviewer {#aupa12437-sec-0140}
-------------

The three types of independent reviewer identified in this article are parliamentary committees, the Auditor‐General, and a Royal Commission. Such reviews have overt purposes of establishing a factual account of events, supporting the holding of governments and the public sector to account, and facilitating learning and improvement.

The assessment provided above highlights that the creation and conduct of parliamentary committee inquiries can be influenced by party political factors and the individuals who are members of the committee. Furthermore, different parliamentary committees can by their nature and circumstance play quite different roles and provide either unanimous or majority and minority reports. This can be contrasted with the work of the Auditor‐General that is based on one individual who, once appointed, can undertake their statutory roles as they see fit. Royal Commissions sit somewhere in between, with the scope of the review set by the government, but thereafter the commissioner acts in accordance with statutory provisions as the commissioner determines.

In trying to understand what was achieved by a package of economic stimulus measures, it is notable that none of the reviews explored their contribution to higher level outcomes such as student learning achievements, strengthened communities, or environmental gains. The reviews also did not address in any detail the role of trust and confidence in the economy or the government\'s responses.

Even when an independent review is conducted after program implementation, the findings may provide a mixed picture. For instance, the Royal Commission into the HIP found that '\[o\]verall, it was poorly planned and poorly implemented' (Royal Commission, [2014](#aupa12437-bib-0033){ref-type="ref"}, p. 5) even though it separately observed that the measures taken by the government to stimulate the economy 'were, with the benefit of hindsight, largely successful' (Royal Commission, [2014](#aupa12437-bib-0033){ref-type="ref"}, p. 22).

It may be that there are alternatives to these independent reviewers to achieve some of the purposes identified above. For instance, it has been suggested that in place of appointing a commissioner or a team of commissioners, an independent inquiry panel should be established and be supported by specialist panels to investigate issues that are raised by the particular event (Eburn & Dovers, [2015](#aupa12437-bib-0011){ref-type="ref"}). Alternatively, peer‐reviewed academic research may be best placed to undertake broadly based assessments. A recent example is an analysis of the evaluations of the 2009--10 fiscal stimulus measures from the perspective of whether they achieved their stated goals. Fenna and 't Hart ([2019](#aupa12437-bib-0012){ref-type="ref"}) warn that different modes of evaluation: "do not necessarily simply 'add up' to a coherent summative judgement, but instead point in different directions. Different stakeholders and observers come to different summative assessments of a policy episode because they focus on different modes of assessment and accord weight to different criteria within each mode ... A multitude of actors and bodies weaves stories about what happened, why it happened, how it should be judged and what consequences it should have. These stories are part of the 'framing contests' in which the reputation of the policy and the political capital of those associated with its adoption and implementation are at stake, and the lessons from its purported success or failure are to be learned (pp. 106, 108)."

7. CONCLUSION {#aupa12437-sec-0150}
=============

Each of the three types of independent review considered in this article have advantages and disadvantages when it comes to the assessment of emergency economic stimulus measures. Parliamentary committee inquiries can be initiated quickly and make information public progressively through hearings and submissions. However, their reports can be affected by party‐political considerations. The work of the Auditor‐General is thorough and unbiased but information is only released upon report finalisation. Royal Commissions can also make information public progressively through hearings and submissions and be thorough and unbiased, but may be seen as an instrument of the government, which has in effect set the terms of reference. All three types of review occur in politically charged environments and play a role in shaping the narratives that are formed at the time and in hindsight. These are then often used to help position political parties in debates about the effectiveness or otherwise of the economic stimulus measures, either individually or collectively.

The patchwork of independent reviews for the economic stimulus package in response to the GFC was specific to the nature of the impacts of the crisis itself and the political context. A clear difference between the GFC and COVID‐19 economic stimulus measures is that the trigger and concern for the former were primarily economic, whereas the trigger for the latter is a health crisis, with government and parliament also needing to decide on how to mitigate the effects of the health‐related measures on the economy and society.

The GFC reviews therefore cannot be used to safely predict whether a similar pattern will unfold for the responses to COVID‐19. However, our examination of the GFC reviews does help to identify the types of independent reviews that are available as calls for review of COVID‐19 measures arise over time. The three key dimensions of independent reviews -- purpose, timing, and reviewer -- are closely interrelated and will aid our understanding of the role, key issues, and contributions of any future reviews that are commissioned.
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